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than in the north. During some years, however, dry south-
easterly winds bring about rapid evaporation after the thaw,
so that the moisture from the melting snow has not time to
soak the soil. This causes serious difficulties for agriculture.
Precipitation is generally sufficient and decreases in a south-
easterly direction. Heavy rains often fall during early summer.
During the latter half of this season, however, the weather is
dry and conditions are good for harvesting.
The original deciduous forest vegetation which formerly
covered the northern section of these lands has been largely
cleared so that to-day it remains chiefly along the sides of.
the valleys. On the drier sandstone and limestone formations,
especially on the banks of the Oka, there are areas of steppe.
Towards the south-east, deciduous forest changes to wooded
steppe and finally to true steppe.
The soils are black and fertile, and combine with the climate
to produce favourable conditions for agriculture. More of
the land is devoted to crops than in the north of the Central
Region, and in place of dark and sombre masses of forest
which obstruct the view, open fields, green with young spring
crops, or a golden sea of waving corn in summer, extend to
the horizon, broken only by islands of trees. The sky is less
cloudy, and seems higher and a deeper blue. In fact, the
landscape becomes strongly reminiscent of the neighbouring
Ukrainian steppe lands. It must be remembered, however,
that some of the country now under the plough, although
having the appearance of original steppe country, was for-
merly wooded, especially towards the north, as is evident
from the soils, the so-called "degraded black earth," which
contain less than 6 per cent, of humus, while the true steppe
can be recognized by the presence of soils containing up to
10 per cent, of humus.
Until the end of the sixteenth century this southern section
of the Central Region lay on the route of the nomads, when
they invaded the Moscow State. When the invaders were
eventually driven back the land was divided into large estates
and given to military people. With the land went the peasant
serfs. After the abolition of serfdom and the enclosure of